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This circular is designed to acquaint you with the 
features available on current refrigerator and freezer 
models and to give you hints on how to use and care 
for the appliances. It is one in a series on buying home 
appliances, which covers food waste disposers, trash 
compactors, di hwashers, ranges, microwave ovens, 
washers, dryers, irons, and small appliances. 
Refrigerators 
SIZE 
Refrigerators are available in a variety of sizes, with 
most being from 16 to 20 cubic feet. When selecting a 
new refrigerator, allow 9 cubic feet of fresh-food space 
and 2 cubic feet of freezer space for the first two people 
in your family. Add 1 cubic foot each of fresh-food 
and freezer space for every additional person. Since 
refrigerators last from 10 to 15 years, be sure to allow 
for possible changes in your family's size during that 
time. 
STYLES 
Refrigerators are available in one- or two-door 
models. On two-door models, the doors can either be 
placed side by side or one above the other. 
The simplest refrigerator has one door with a freezer 
compartment inside. It is the least expensive to buy 
and the least costly to operate if it is defrosted before 
14 inch of frost accumulates. 
The most popular model has two doors with the 
freezer on top. One manufacturer makes a refrigerator 
with the freezer on the bottom. That puts the fresh-
food section at a more convenient level but takes valu-
able space away from the freezer because the motor is 
located at the bottom of the appliance. 
Side-by-side refrigerators are from 32 to 41 inches 
wide and provide more freezer space than other mod-
els. They are especially useful for families that need 
extra freezer space but only have room for one re-
frigerator-freezer. A simple refrigerator and separate 
freezer cost about the same as one side-by-side model. 
The wall between the freezer and fresh-food sections 
of a side-by- ide may not be well insulted, causing 
fresh food to freeze if it is placed next to the partition. 
COOLING AND DEFROSTING 
The temperature of the fresh-food section of a re-
frigerator should be about 3 7 ° F. The freezer section 
should be from 0° to 5° F. At these temperatures, milk 
will stay cold and ice cream will be firmly frozen. 
Not all refrigerators cool and defrost in the same 
way. One-door models use the simplest and oldest 
method of cooling and are defrosted manually. In a 
one-door model, gravity moves air currents around the 
inside of the refrigerator. As cold air falls from the 
top of the appliance (where the evaporator or cooling 
coils are located) to the bottom of the refrigerator, it 
picks up warm, moist air. The warm air rises and loses 
moisture and heat as it passes over the evaporator 
again. Then the cycle repeats itself. 
The temperature inside the freezer section of a one-
door model is 10° to 15 ° F.- about 10 degrees 
warmer than the ideal freezer temperature. Because 
of the higher temperature, frozen food should not be 
stored for more than a week or two and ice cream 
will have the consistency of frozen custard. 
One-door refrigerators should be manually defrosted 
about every two weeks. 
Two-door models either have automatic-cycle de-
frost or are frost-free. Cycle-defrost systems work in 
one of two ways - either a time clock interrupts the 
refrigeration cycle early in the morning or hot refrig-
erant is circulated through the cooling or evaporator 
coils at predetermined times. 
The melted frost drains down the back wall of the 
refrigerator, through a hole in the floor of the refrig-
erator or a tube on the back of the appliance, and into 
a pan at the bottom of the refrigerator where the water 
evaporates. The pan needs to be cleaned about once 
a month, especially if food has been spilled inside the 
refrigerator. 
Frost-free models never need defrosting. In a frost-
free refrigerator-freezer, a fan blows the moist air over 
the cooling (evaporator) coils, which are located be-
tween the liner and the outside of the cabinet. As the 
food chills, the moisture is taken out of the air so that 
frost does not collect on food packages or the walls of 
the freezer. The frost that forms on the cooling coils 
is melted either by a heater or by hot refrigerant run 
through the coils. 
Some refrigerator-freezers defrost at fixed intervals 
(such as every six hours). Others defrost after the 
compressor has operated for a certain amount of time. 
Food stored in frost-free models must be carefully 
wrapped or placed in air-tight containers because fans 
inside the appliances tend to dry food out quickly. 
Food that blocks the fans in the freezer and fresh-
food sections can cause poor circulation of air. Food 
stored near the cold-air fan in the fresh-food section 
may freeze. 
The fresh-food section in any two-door refrigerator 
is frost-free. The frost collects on a refrigerated plate 
in the fresh-food section, which defrosts automatically 
on each cycle as soon as the temperature of the food 
chamber reaches 36 ° or 38 ° F. 
Frost-free refrigerator-freezers make more noise than 
other models because the fans are continually moving 
air around inside the appliance and blowing air across 
the condensing coils to remove heat. The compressor 
in a frost-free model operates from 40 to 60 percent 
of the time as opposed to about 30 percent for a 
manual- or automatic cycle-defrost model. 
A frost-free model with a bottom-mounted con-
denser is more costly to operate because electricity is 
needed to operate both the compressor and the fans 
that move the warm air away from the condenser and 
those that move the cold air through the freezer and 
fresh-food sections. 
CONSTRUCTION FEATURES 
Condensers. The condenser is a coil that cools by 
sending the heat from the refrigerant into the room. 
Refrigerators with the condenser located on the back 
are cecoming more difficult to find. If the condenser 
is on the back of the refrigerator, space at the back and 
above the refrigerator must be provided for heat from 
the condenser to dissipate. Occasional dusting is the 
only care required. If the condenser is located on the 
bottom of the refrigerator, it fits into a space about 10 
by 10 by 3 inches. A fan or blower circulates air over 
the condenser and blows the heat into the room. 
The fan picks up dust, dirt, and animal hair, which 
tend to clog the condenser and make the refrigerator 
work even harder to get rid of the heat. About every 
three months, a refrigerator should be disconnected 
from the electricity and the condenser coils cleaned 
with a vacuum cleaner. 
Walls. The shell or cabinet of a refrigerator is usu-
ally made of steel with a synthetic or alkyd-enamel 
finish. The inside of the refrigerator is made of porce-
lain enamel, synthetic enamel, or plastic. Porcelain 
enamel will not rust, scratch, change color, or absorb 
odors, and is easy to clean. However, it will chip if hit 
sharply, is difficult to form into complex shapes, and 
is relatively expensive. Plastic can be formed into al-
most any shape (allowing for much greater design 
flexibility) and is less expensive than porcelain, but it 
may crack under stress - something that might oc-
cur if the plastic-lined door became warped. Plastic 
also is easily stained by some foods and has a tendency 
to retain odors. Synthetic enamel is very easily stained 
by foods and scratches easily, exposing the base metal, 
which rusts. 
Insulation. Insulation is very important because 
more heat enters the appliance through the refrigerator 
walls than goes in when the door is opened. The in-
sulation material should be heat- and moisture-resis-
tant, odorless, and should not settle or sag. Fiberglass 
boards or blankets and polyurethane or polystyrene 
foam are commonly used for insulation. 
Shelves. Refrigerator-freezer shelves are made of 
aluminum or steel. Steel is stronger and less likely to 
bend when it is heavily loaded or when items are 
dropped from higher shelves. Cantilevered shelves, 
which lock into the back of the refrigerator but can 
be moved, are more adaptable than shelves that are 
fixed or that slide. Many people do not use the slide-
out shelf feature on their refrigerators. A retainer rail 
on the back of the slide-out shelf helps keep objects 
from falling off the back. 
Ice and ice makers. Ice-cube trays are made of 
metal or plastic. Metal trays allow faster freezing, but 
the silicone finish soon wears off and makes the ice 
cubes difficult to remove. Plastic trays freeze ice more 
slowly than metal trays but make it easier to remove 
the cubes. 
Automatic ice makers eliminate the chore of filling 
and emptying ice-cube trays. About 1 cubic foot of 
freezer space is taken up by an ice maker. It makes 
from 3 to 6 pounds of ice in 24 hours. The refrigerator-
freezer must be connected to the water supply when 
an automatic ice maker is installed. 
Meatkeeper. The temperature of a meatkeeper 
drawer or shelf should be from 30° to 34° F. - cold 
enough to safely store fresh meat for about seven days; 
however, many meatkeepers do not maintain this low 
temperature and only help to keep juices from dripping 
onto other foods. 
Doors. A refrigerator-freezer door is held closed by 
magnets. In accordance with federal regulations, re-
frigerator doors must open from inside with as little 
as 15 pounds of pressure to prevent the possibility of 
a child getting locked inside the appliance. 
Some refrigerator doors are convertible - they can 
be hinged to open to either the left or the right. Many 
refrigerators have a heater around the door to reduce 
moisture condensation in humid weather. Some manu-
facturers use a condenser tubing loop to warm the 
area around the doors. Others use a mullion heater 
with an on-off switch. By turning the switch to the off 
position in times of low humidity, 15 to 16 percent of 
the total energy used by the refrigerator can be saved. 
Some of the more deluxe refrigerator models also 
have dispensers for ice cubes, crushed ice, or cold 
water on the outside of the door. 
Temperature control. It is desirable to have tem-
perature controls in both the fresh-food and freezer 
sections, but the two sections do not operate indepen-
dently. The thermostat, which regulates the running 
time of the compressor, is located in either the fresh-
food section or the freezer section. A baffle arrange-
ment regulates the cold air entering the other section. 
Cold-sensitive fruits and vegetables should be kept 
at 40° F. Butter compartments should also be set at 
about 40° F . to make the butter easy to spread. Only 
one-fourth pound of butter should be stored in the 
compartment because its storage life is shortened at 
the higher temperature. 
Safety and consumer seals. The Underwriters' Lab-
oratory (UL) seal certifies that the refrigerator brand 
has passed tests for fire, electrical shock, and related 
accident hazards. The Association of Home Appliance 
Manufacturers' seal certifies that an independent test-
ing service has checked and approved the consumer 
information supplied on the appliance. 
Freezers 
STYLES 
Freezers are available in chest and upright models. 
A chest freezer is less expensive to buy and operate 
than an upright freezer and spreads the weight of the 
appliance and food over a larger floor area than an 
upright model does. Little cold air is lost when a chest 
freezer is opened, but it can be hard to find a particu-
lar item and even harder to remove it if it is near the 
bottom of the appliance. 
SIZE 
The size of freezer you need will depend on how 
you plan to use it. If you plan to store food from 
weekly shopping trips, 3 cubic feet per family member 
is probably enough. If you buy meat in quantity and 
grow some of your own fruits and vegetables, 6 cubic 
feet per person might be a better size. 
To calculate the amount of food in pounds that a 
freezer can hold, multiply the size (in cubic feet) of 
the freezer by 35 pounds. For example, a 12-cubic-foot 
freezer could hold about 420 pounds of food ( 12 mul-
tiplied by 35 pounds). 
When putting items into the freezer, a quantity of 
food that is not more than about one-tenth the capacity 
of the freezer should be added at one time. This is a 
necessary precaution to prevent large ice crystals from 
forming and to be sure that the food freezes to 0° F. 
within 24 hours. Using the 12-cubic-foot freezer again 
as an example, 42 pounds of unfrozen food, or one-
tenth of the freezer's capacity, is the maximum that 
should be frozen at any one time. 
DEFROSTING 
Freezers may be either manual-defrost or frost-free. 
Some manual-defrost freezers have a control that turns 
on a heater or allows hot coolant to flow through the 
coils, which speeds up the melting of the accumulated 
frost. It is desirable to have a drain in the freezer for 
the defrost water. 
A frost-free food freezer collects frost on a plate 
between the walls. Fans continually move cold air 
around inside the freezer, tending to dry out any food 
that is not packaged in moisture- and vapor-proof ma-
terials and containers. A frost-free freezer is more 
expensive to buy and operate than a manual-defrost 
model. 
CONSTRUCTION FEATURES 
Porcelain enamel or aluminum linings are preferable 
to synthetic-enamel finishes. A synthetic lining has a 
tendency to peel off and to be damaged by acid food 
stains. 
Many freezers are equipped with an alarm system 
that signals when the circuit is broken or when the 
temperature has risen above normal operating tem-
peratures. Some have a light on the outside that turns 
off when the temperature becomes too warm or the 
electricity has gone off. 
COST 
Owning a freezer probably does not save money for 
most families when all of the expenses are considered. 
The average life of a freezer is from 10 to 20 years. 
The total cost of a freezer per year includes deprecia-
tion, repairs, electricity, and packaging materials. The 
cost of electricity can vary from about $3 per month 
for an efficient, manual-defrost chest freezer to $7 or 
more per month for an upright frost-free model. Pack-
aging materials cost from 4 to 19 cents per pound, so 
just the freezing and storing of food can add from 10 
to 25 cents per pound to the cost of the food itself. 
A food freezer becomes a good investment only if 
one-half or more of a family's food is grown at home 
or purchased at bargain prices. If food in the freezer 
is not used up and replaced more than once a year, 
just the freezing and storing costs for each pound of 
food may be 25 cents. However, if the contents of the 
freezer are used up and replaced at least two and one-
half times per year, the cost of freezing and storing 
per pound is reduced to 10 to 12 cents. 
If you are trying to decide whether buying meat by 
the side is a good economical plan for your family, 
ask your local Cooperative Extension adviser for a 
copy of USDA Home and Garden Bulletin No. 1169, 
"How to Buy Meat for Your Freezer." 
The convenience, the ability to serve a greater va-
riety of foods, and the freedom to prepare meals when 
there is less pressure on your time may outweigh the 
costs of owning and operating a food freezer. 
For More Information 
For more information on buying refrigerators, freez-
ers, and other appliances, check your local library for 
the following publications: 
Consumer Reports 
Consumers' Research Magazine 
Habeed, Virginia. MACAP's Handbook for the In-
formed Consumer. Major Consumer Action Panel, 
Chicago, 1973. 
Klamkin, Charles. How to Buy Major Appliances. 
Henry Regnery Company, Chicago, 1973. 
Read the manufacturer's instruction manual be-
fore using any new appliance. 
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